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Book reviews provide one means of making readers aware of a book’s 
publication. As such, they are valued by publishers and authors alike as a means of 
separating a book from the pack of other titles published in a given month or year. 
Coverage in a well-established book review organ like The New York Times Book Review 
or the New York Review of Books results in increased publicity and higher book sales 
whether or not the review is positive. Given past analyses of book reviews, however, 
results are positive more often than they are negative (Katz, 1980). 
Review organs geared toward the general public cannot meet all of the needs of 
an academic collection development librarian, who must acquire scholarly materials in a 
range of disciplines. These popularly-oriented publications also cannot meet the needs of 
specialized scholars to keep informed of new developments and publications in their 
disciplines. To this end, review organs aimed at the scholar and the librarian have 
developed. Many scholarly journals contain book reviews, and some disciplines maintain 
journals devoted exclusively to this task.  
Sources such as Library Journal and Choice provide concise reviews for 
librarians and professionals who have limited time to make purchasing decisions in areas 
outside of their expertise. Whether or not these librarian-targeted review publications
 2
match in scope and assessment the reviews provided in scholarly journals is a subject that 
requires ongoing study. Each discipline must be monitored in order to assess whether 
librarians relying on professional review publications are making the kinds of collection 
decisions that a scholar or student reading literature in a given field is likely to be aware 
of and request. In addition, the rise of online book review and purchasing sources 
presents another avenue by which librarians, scholars, and the general public are made 
aware of new publications and of others’ opinions about these publications. To date, little 
research has examined the impact of these new avenues for acquiring book review 
information. 
The present project is designed to examine the types of information provided by 
book review sources for academic library collectors in the field of religious studies. 
Previous studies have compared Choice with professional journals in humanities and 
social science subjects. A few studies have examined online book reviews on sites such 
as Amazon in order to understand their content, the reasons that individuals post reviews, 
and as a way of determining purchase intentions (David & Pinch, 2006; Lin, Luarn, & 
Huang, 2005). Considered as a whole, these studies have suggested that reviewers on a 
site like Amazon are more likely to provide negative reviews than either type of 
professional publication, and that the degree of overlap in content and books reviewed 
between sources designed for librarians such as Choice and highly regarded academic 
journals in a field might be problematically low (Fox, 1990). This researcher has not yet 
found a study which simultaneously examines these three review sources, and has found 
only one study comparing various book reviews in the field of religious studies. This 
study focuses on religious studies both due to its multidisciplinary content in areas of the 
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social sciences and humanities and due to the researcher’s educational background, which 
provides familiarity with publications and scholars in this field.  
 This study seeks to explore the following questions: How do the book reviews 
offered by scholarly journals (Journal of the American Academy of Religion), library-
oriented review organs (Choice) and online user-generated sources (Amazon) compare in 
content and coverage in the field of religious studies over the past two years? What do 
these findings suggest about using these sources in making collection development 
decisions?  For the present study, the primary point of analysis will be the scholarly 
journal.  Comparisons with the library-oriented and online sources will be used as a point 
of clarification and contrast when eyed against the norms of the scholarly source.  
Furthermore, this study seeks to explore common themes in the scholarly source in order 
to better inform librarians and publishers about the scope and style of published reviews. 
The purpose of this project is to examine a multidisciplinary academic area of 
interest that has received little attention in the library science literature while also 
providing more information about the kinds of comparisons and selections that profitably 
can be made by referring to various kinds of reviews.  Particularly by conducting an 
analysis of the content and function of an established scholarly source with comparison to 
online and brief professional sources, this study can be relevant to all librarians with 
collection development responsibilities in the area of religious studies or in overlapping 
fields, as well as to religious studies scholars who seek to have their books reviewed.  It 
is also of use to review sources seeking to determine how highly their selections overlap 
with the items reviewed in other sources, and through an analysis of content, how broadly 
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The number of newly published books in a given year greatly exceeds the 
capacity of any book review organ to cover in high percentage. Evans and Saponaro 
(2005) noted that Choice, which reviews the widest variety of books aimed at the 
academic market, featured 6520 items in 2003, a number dwarfed by the 15,327 books 
published in that year in the areas of sociology and economics alone (p. 88). In 2005, 
over one hundred thousand new books were published (David & Pinch, 2006), giving 
some indication of the small proportion of items that receive review. Although book 
review organs might be thought of as leaky buckets in their ability to cover a mere 
fraction of the products of the publishing stream, book reviews continue to be 
recommended and used as sources of information for making collection development 
decisions (Evans & Saponaro, 2005, pp. 87-91; Fusich, 1998). Katz (1980) identified 
considerations for determining the value of a review, which included: the knowledge base 
of the review writer, or in the case of unsigned reviews, the reputation of the review 
source; the timeliness with which a review is published; the ratio of favorable to 
unfavorable reviews; consideration of comparable books; and discussion of extra-textual 
elements such as indices, bibliographies, appendices, and illustrations (pp. 127-130). The 
need for selectors to ensure the compatibility of review selections with the needs and 
preferences of a selector’s local constituency has also been emphasized (Fox, 1990). Yet, 
as this literature review will detail, numerous studies have found discrepancies between 
the type of information presented by resources aimed at librarians and those aimed at 
scholars in a field.  Even less research has examined the role of online book reviews in 
library selection decisions.   
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A discrepancy between the selections and review styles of professional library 
publications and academic journals raises questions about the value of each type of 
publication in making informed collection development decisions. Comparison becomes 
necessary in order to assess how likely each source is to meet selection needs in a 
particular area for a particular audience. Furthermore, the increased popularity of online 
review mechanisms such as that offered by Amazon, which allows any interested person 
to publish product evaluations, might challenge both professional and scholarly 
publications in the timeliness with which reviews are posted and the ease of accessing 
them. Is an academic librarian in search of valuable sources likely to consider the 
opinions of reviewers on an online site as much as he or she would consider the 
recommendations in a scholarly review source? Considering the type of material 
reviewed and the type of reviews provided by each source—professional, scholarly, and 
online commercial—allows for a fuller understanding of the benefits and drawbacks of 
using each type of source in making collection development decisions.   
As a means of helping librarians become more informed about the content of 
book reviews, previous content analyses have focused largely on the three areas that will 
be examined in this literature review: the proportion of favorable to unfavorable or 
neutral reviews in a review source; the degree to which review sources aimed at different 
segments of the academic audience review the same materials; and the content of the 
reviews themselves, including whether they are primarily descriptive or analytical, and in 




Favorable and unfavorable reviews 
Whether or not book reviews serve as a valuable information tool for collection 
development depends upon the type of information a reader expects to glean from them.  
Multiple studies have found that positive reviews significantly outnumber negative 
reviews. In a quantitative study of book reviews published between September 1992 and 
October 1993 using the Periodical Abstracts-Research II, Greene and Spornick (1995) 
found that only 5.2% of the 87,956 book reviews indexed were negative, as contrasted 
with 48.1% of movie and television reviews indexed in the same source during this time 
period. Furthermore, the number of explicitly positive reviews outnumbered neutral and 
mixed reviews by a ratio of more than three-to-one: 71.8% of the book reviews were 
classed as favorable, while 20.27% presented either a mixed opinion or none at all. 
Analyses of review sources in the humanities and social sciences have yielded similar 
numbers: 76% of books reviewed in Choice in the areas of American history, geography, 
and area studies between 1988 and 1993 were given positive assessments, while a 
subsequent study by the same authors that compared Choice to scholarly journals in the 
field of American history found that all three sources examined yielded a positive review 
rate between seventy and eighty percent (Carlo & Natowitz, 1995; Natowitz & Carlo, 
1997). A review of sociology recommendations found that Choice reviewers 
recommended against purchase only twice in the evaluation of 335 books (Fox, 1990). 
Analyzing 564 reviews in the area of management, ur Rehman (1989) found that 64.9% 
of the reviews were favorable, 26.6% were neutral, and 8.5% were negative (p. 136). This 
study also found that these overall percentages were not significantly different for 
professional journals as compared to trade review sources. With such consistent positive 
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regard of the books under consideration, then, expecting the use of book reviews in 
collection development to be as simple as following a recommendation to purchase the 
book is not likely to sufficiently limit a librarian’s scope.    
Katz (1986) noted that from a publishing perspective the great discrepancy 
between positive and negative reviews makes sense as a way of encouraging book sales 
and highlighting only items worth consideration from the pile of things on which 
valuable column space would be wasted to criticize.  For Katz, publishing negative 
reviews made sense when the author of the criticized book is well known or when done in 
the context of recommending better sources for similar information.  Bloom (2002) 
argued that due to the competition for the limited review space available in scholarly 
sources, using that space to critique items that are “trivial, ephemeral, trashy, inept, or 
otherwise incompetent” is inappropriate (p. 14). 
This preponderance of positive reviews emphasizes the need for understanding 
who is reviewing items in each media outlet. Choice prefers to publish reviews by faculty 
members who teach undergraduate courses and academic librarians (“Guidelines for 
Choice Reviewers”, 2006).  No study has yet examined how these Choice reviewers view 
their role as reviewers, and a 1989 review of book review literature noted only one study 
that surveyed the reviewers of library-oriented publications to assess how they regard the 
purpose and good of a satisfactory book review (Blake, 1989).  A more recent analysis of 
book reviewers across scholarly disciplines found that while scholars in the sciences and 
humanities mostly identified the same elements of a review as desirable, including 
identifying a book’s strengths and weaknesses succinctly while connecting the book to a 
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larger conversation, humanities scholars were slightly more likely to value a critique of 
the work in question (Hartley, 2006).  
Scholarly journals utilize specialized researchers as reviewers in their areas of 
expertise, although those reviewers need not primarily teach undergraduate or graduate 
students.  Anyone in good standing can post a review on Amazon, a factor that has led at 
least one librarian to argue that the writings on the bookseller’s site are best described as 
opinions rather than reviews (Fialkoff, 2001, p. 72). Investigations of online reviews on 
user purchasing intention have found that the placement of the review as well as the 
completeness of its reasoning influenced consumer opinion about a book under 
consideration (Lin, Luarn, & Huang, 2005), factors that might influence librarians’ 
selection strategies as well as those of the general consumer. Further study is needed to 
determine whether the content of online reviews matches that of those in well-known 
review publications and scholarly journals. 
 
Review overlap and lag time 
Previous studies have found that scholarly journals consistently have shown a 
greater lag time – the period from when a published book is first released until the time it 
is reviewed – than popular and trade publications. A comparison of professional and trade 
journal book reviews in the area of management found that trade reviews were published 
on average 3.1 months after a book’s publication, while professional journals 
demonstrated an average 8.1 month lag time (Ur Rehman, 1989). Both comparison 
groups look speedy when compared with other studies’ estimates for the average lag time 
from publication to book review in scholarly journals. An examination of religious 
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studies journals found an average lag time of 2.02 years from the time of publication to 
the time of review for the journals Christian Scholar’s Review, Journal of the American 
Academy of Religion, and Journal of Religion. In comparison, the two popular Christian 
magazines examined in the study showed an average lag time of 1.15 years (Lauer, 
1989). Other studies have found shorter lag times, but with the consistent finding that 
trade journals have a quicker publication review time than scholarly vehicles. A review of 
American history journals found that the two academic journals examined had average 
lag times of 8.5 months and 10.6 months when compared to the date of a publication’s 
review in Choice (Natowitz & Carlo, 1997, p. 332), while a comparison of Choice with a 
scholarly review source in sociology found that 70% of overlap items appeared in the 
scholarly journal within one year of appearing in the professional source, and 90% 
appeared within 18 months (Fox, 1990).   
In addition to this difference in lag time, there exists little consistency among 
which books are reviewed in various types of journals. This gap between books covered 
in library-oriented and scholarly publications has been shown repeatedly when comparing 
reviews in Choice to those in premier academic sources in various fields. Fox (1990) 
found that 59% of sociology books reviewed over a one-year period eventually were 
covered in Contemporary Sociology. Natowitz and Carlo (1997) found that “a significant 
minority” of titles were rated inconsistently by Choice and two American history journals 
used for comparison; in the most glaring instance, 29% of books reviewed favorably in 
Choice failed to receive similar commendation in the Journal of American History (p. 
328). Such data underscores the gap between what librarians might consider primary 
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sources for collection development if they do not also consider scholarly sources in 
decision making.   
This gap in what books are being reviewed points to a potentially larger problem 
in libraries’ goal of serving patron needs.  As Fox (1990) considered in her study of 
sociology reviews, “the titles Choice reviews may not be accurate reflections of ‘what’s 
out there’ or of what is receiving greatest attention in a given discipline” (p. 149).  Fox 
noted that her comments assumed that patron demand for a title is informed by what is 
being discussed in scholarly journals (p. 150); to the extent that this assumption holds 
true, the failure to achieve high overlap rates between these journals and library selection 
sources like Choice calls into question the validity of using library-oriented review 
sources in making collection development decisions. 
 
Review content 
 Previous content analyses of book reviews have examined the average length of 
review and the type of review provided. Ur Rehman’s (1989) study of management 
journals found that the average trade publication review was 212 words long, compared 
to the scholarly journal average of 837 words. Greene and Spornick’s (1995) 
computerized analysis of book reviews indexed in the Periodical Abstracts-Research II 
found that long reviews, defined as those occupying thirty or more column inches, were 
more likely to be negative than short reviews, defined as those occupying between one 
and nine column inches. While statistically significant, this link is weak, but suggested 
that review organs that publish short reviews exclusively might be expected to contain 
more positive reviews than organs which publish longer analyses. In its guidelines for 
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reviewers, Choice places a 190 word limit on reviews except for those pertaining to 
reference sources, which are permitted to be as long as 300 words, both well below the 
scholarly journal average (Association of College and Research Libraries, 2006). 
 The type of review presented by each kind of published review organ has also 
received empirical attention. Ur Rehman (1989) noted that among review sources in the 
field of management, three quarters of trade journal reviews were descriptive while four-
fifths of professional journals provided analysis of the book in addition to a description of 
its contents. Natowitz and Carlo (1997) coded American history book reviews according 
to the following criteria: quality of analysis; readability; unity of thesis; quality of 
editing; research completeness (including accuracy); provision of historical context; and 
the presence or absence of an author’s bias (p. 326). Rating these criteria on a staggered 
scale from 0 to 5, the authors found that quality of analysis was the most commonly 
mentioned factor, followed by unity of thesis and quality of research. Each of these 
qualities was mentioned more than half of the time in the scholarly journals examined, 
but unity of thesis was mentioned in Choice reviews in only 17% of examined reviews. 
Similarly, an author’s objectivity was mentioned more than half of the time in scholarly 
sources, but only 22% of the time in Choice. The elements of readability of and provision 
of historical context were mentioned in approximately the same proportion of instances 
between the scholarly and professional publications.  None of the studies provided an 
average length for scholarly review sources, thus prohibiting any discussion of 
correlation between the types and depth of analyses discussed in the review as related to 
the length of the review itself. 
 13
Examining online book reviews, Lin et al. (2005) found discrepancies among user 
ratings of long versus short book reviews as a determinant of a review’s value; this 
discrepancy suggests that individual preference may be assumed to be a factor in 
assessing librarians’ use of review sources as well.  That individuals described mixed 
responses regarding the value of various review lengths indicates that quantitatively 
describing this aspect of analysis must be considered with respect to differing 
interpretations of any finding’s significance in a given context.  That few studies have 
investigated this aspect of user perceptions indicates one aspect of research regarding 
book reviews that remains as a potentially fruitful lens for research. 
 
Conclusion 
Differences in content of items reviewed and the types of reviews presented by 
trade and scholarly publications in sub-disciplines of the humanities and social sciences 
raise difficulties when attempting to assess the best methods for acquiring in-demand 
materials in a given field. As Fox (1990) noted in a comparison of Choice with a 
scholarly journal, “The ‘slippage’ between what Choice views as outstanding and what 
the discipline itself considers noteworthy is particularly perplexing,” for this contrast, if 
ignored in collection development decisions, could create a library of materials not in 
demand by the scholars who are reading academic journals (p. 148).  
Further, not all subdisciplines in the humanities and social sciences have received 
equal review when examining these connections between scholarly and trade review 
publications.  Religious studies is a multidisciplinary field with increased popularity 
among students in the United States and multiple links to current events and other subject 
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areas, as recognized by current deliberations at Harvard and other universities about 
requiring undergraduates to receive some education in the field (“Harvard committee 
recommends returning religion to curriculum,” 2006).  The influence of religion on 
national and international political affairs also requires closer attention to these concerns 
by the academy and those who wish to constitute an informed citizenry.  From this 
perspective, the lack of library science literature regarding collections in this area should 
be rectified.  No collection development study since Lauer’s 1989 examination of five 
journals in the field has been located, underscoring the need for updated analysis.  The 
present study seeks to build upon previous research by examining the content of book 
reviews in library-oriented, scholarly, and online publications that cover the field of 
religious studies.  Through an analysis of the kinds of reviews offered in each medium, 
the study will seek to demonstrate the types of information that effectively can be gleaned 
from each source, thus enabling collection development librarians make more informed 
decisions when assessing the value of book reviews in popular review sources in the area 






In his survey of research methods, Babbie identified content analysis as a method 
best suited for answering queries about communication: “Who says what, to whom, why, 
how, and with what effect?” (2004, p. 314). Such a technique seems ideally suited for an 
analysis of book reviews, which are publicly available materials that in themselves seek 
to ask and answer questions of content and effect.  This study used a content analysis 
approach that combines quantitative data with a presentation of representative cases.  
The unit of analysis examined is the book review. Book reviews were collected 
from a review source aimed at religious studies scholars (reviews in the Journal of the 
American Academy of Religion), from a review source aimed at academic librarians 
(Choice), and from a source with publicly generated online reviews (Amazon). Together, 
these three sources provide the basis for a varied approach to selecting and commenting 
upon books published in the area of religious studies.   
The Journal of the American Academy of Religion (JAAR) is an official 
publication of the American Academy of Religion, the largest scholarly body in the field 
of religious studies (“Overview of the AAR”). The organization’s annual meeting attracts 
more than 7500 scholars each year. JAAR is mailed to each member of the organization, 
as well as to numerous libraries. It is published four times each year, and each issue 
contains an average of twenty book reviews on topics covering a variety of religions and 
scholarly perspectives. These reviews serve as the first information point for the analyses 
conducted in this project. 
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Choice is a publication of the American Library Association and is targeted 
toward librarians making purchasing decisions. It is published eleven times per year, and 
each issue contains an average of six hundred reviews covering over fifty areas of 
academic interest (“About Choice Magazine”). This magazine serves as the second point 
of information for the analyses in this project. 
The third point of information for this project is the publicly submitted reviews on 
Amazon for books identified from the previous two sources. Amazon is an online retailer 
that allows individuals to submit reviews of items, including books, and also allows other 
users to rate the usefulness of the reviews provided. Both of these elements are examined 
in this study as a means of comparison with the academic organs identified above. 
In order to cover a sample of book reviews that can be examined within the time 
frame of this study, the research began with a two-year sample from JAAR. A previous 
study (Lauer, 1989) found an approximate two-year lag time between the time of a 
book’s publication and its inclusion in JAAR, suggesting that of the three organs used in 
this study, review in JAAR occurs latest. Given this hypothesis, this study examined 
reviews published in 2005 and 2006 and used these as the basis for comparison with 
reviews in sources that have shown quicker book review publication averages. A check 
for overlap of reviews of these titles with reviews in Choice and on Amazon was 
conducted; this serves as the basis of the three-way comparison. In order to check the 
degree of review overlap between Choice and JAAR, an examination of religious studies 
titles reviewed in Choice in 2005 and 2006 was also conducted.  
As detailed in the literature review, previous research examining the literature of 
book reviews has suggested several common components of academic book review 
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analyses that were coded in this study: books examined; assessment of review as positive, 
negative, or mixed; and degree of overlap between examined sources. In addition, this 
study examined the names and affiliations of book reviewers in various sources as a 
means of assessing expertise and the range of voices presented. The information collected 
on each data sheet included the following categories: volume and issue number of the 
journal in which a review is found; title; author; publisher; year of publication; date of 
review; assessment of review (positive, negative, or mixed); name of reviewer; 
institutional affiliation of reviewer; subject of book; and overlap with other review 
sources examined.  In addition, the examination of items on Amazon included the 
number of individual reviews posted.  For each individual review, information regarding 
a reviewer’s identity and the length and overall assessment of the review was collected as 
with other sources. In addition, the ratio provided by Amazon regarding the judgment of 
a reviewer’s usefulness by other readers was also included (example: “11 of 12 people 
found the following review helpful”).  This information was entered on an Excel 
spreadsheet for each data point, allowing information to be resorted and analyzed 
according to the question being examined. 
Questions of reliability and validity must be asked of any content analysis. This 
study seeks to meet the need for reliability by focusing on quantitative measures whose 
answers will be the same regardless of the researcher collecting the data. The need for 
validity is addressed by using previous book review analyses as the beginning point for 
determining ways of collecting and measuring the information that book reviews provide. 
Further, by using review elements collated from an examination of past book review 
studies as the beginning point for examining the present sample, this study seeks to 
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determine whether the three sources examined can be validly considered to be performing 
similar functions for their various constituencies, as well as to begin suggesting how each 
source might best be used in light of its comparison to the other two review sources 
considered. 
Finally, a narrative approach to describing the findings was utilized.  Sections 
presenting quantitative findings are interspersed with case studies that allow the 
exploration of common themes and approaches under discussion.  In each of these case 
studies, the primary focus is the content of JAAR, with reference to reviews in Choice and 
Amazon as appropriate to place the discussion within a broader framework.  Through this 
approach, this author hopes to provide a more in-depth understanding of the choices 
made in the pages of JAAR in a way that will inform future comparative of analyses of 
this journal with other academic and popular sources.  Noting that each scholarly source 
has its own audience and identity, it is hoped that this approach to analysis will provide 
the reader with a deeper sense of JAAR’s constructed identity in the recent past. 
 
Study Procedures 
 Beginning with all book reviews published in JAAR in the calendar years 2005 
and 2006, each review was coded according to the items described above using the 
spreadsheet created for this purpose. Using Excel spreadsheets allows the data entered to 
be reordered multiple times in order to reveal common themes and distinguishing 
characteristics such as the religious traditions covered and the publishers represented. 
Next, the books reviewed in JAAR were checked for overlap with reviews in Choice by 
title, and any reviews in that source for these identified items will be recorded using the 
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same codebook. After this step was completed, a two-year review covering the same time 
period as the items examined in JAAR was conducted using all Choice reviews in the 
“Religion” category. Each item was coded using the same guidelines and codebook used 
for the previous searches. Finally, each item identified in JAAR was checked in the 
databases of Amazon to record reviews provided by general readers.  
  
Data Analysis 
 This analysis most closely focuses on the content of the Journal for the American 
Academy of Religion, and how the information provided through analyzing the review 
information in that source relates or does not relate to the review information provided by 
Choice and Amazon.  Data is presented as a mixture of quantitative and qualitative 
results. The overall assessment of a book’s merit, rated as positive, negative, mixed, or 
noncommittal, was determined.  Overall percentage of overlap between JAAR and Choice 
was calculated.  In examining these two sources, the number of reviewers and their 
institutional affiliations were also examined.  Information regarding the number of titles 
reviewed by various publishers was tabulated as a means of checking the diversity or 
homogeneity of information sources represented.   
Once numerical data was gathered and analyzed, the researcher searched for 
similarities and differences in the types of information provided. This analysis resulted in 
a narrative description of considerations affecting overall assessment of a source’s 




Results and Case Studies 
 
 
Overall information about overlap 
 Of the 191 books reviewed in JAAR in 2005 and 2006, 86.5 were also reviewed in 
Choice at some point.1  This provides a percentage of overlap of 45.29%.  An attempted 
comparison of the recommended audience for these titles provided by each review source 
remains inconclusive because the majority of JAAR reviews make no mention of 
appropriate audience, and JAAR review guidelines require no discussion of recommended 
audience (“Revised Guidelines (July 2005)”).  Choice includes an audience 
recommendation as a standard part of its review, focusing on either the type of library for 
which a book is most appropriate or the general education level of an appropriate reading 
audience.  Of the 87 books reviewed in both sources, 15 were rated in Choice as most 
appropriate for individuals at or above a graduate student level.  The most common 
assessment in this collection was that a book was appropriate for upper-level 
undergraduates and above; 37 books carried this designation.  Another 26 were rated as 
suitable for general readers or all libraries.  Six books were rated as suitable for lower-
level undergraduates and above.  Two books were not recommended for any library, and 
one carried a designation as appropriate for college and university libraries with some 
collection depth in feminist criticism.  If these recommendations can be transposed to 
JAAR’s selection with any accuracy, it appears that the scholarly source is selecting an 
array of materials that would be of interest to faculty and librarians at a variety of 
academic institutions.  While JAAR review guidelines mention only that reviewers should 
relate the book under review to the field of religious studies as a whole in addition to 
                                                
1 The .5 represents a two-volume collection that was reviewed in JAAR as a unified entity, but of which 
Choice reviewed only one of the two volumes. 
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concerns within the specific subdiscipline of the book being reviewed, including 
materials that can be read by a variety of audiences also provides greater coverage of 
publications within the field as a whole. 
 Another means of comparing the success of this overlap is to examine how many 
of the titles reviewed in both JAAR and Choice also prompted individual reviewers on 
Amazon to post reviews.  This provides some assessment of how the audience 
designations translate to the broad range of people, from casual readers to academics, 
who post book reviews on this commercial site.  The table below provides a map of the 
relationship between the reading level advocated by Choice reviewers for books in both 
academic sources, and the number of these books that had at least one individual review 
posted on Amazon. 
 
Table 1.  Reading level recommendations in Choice religion reviews in 2005 and 2006. 
Audience level recommendation 




Graduate students and above 15 7 
Upper-level undergraduates through 
faculty 37 21 
Lower-level undergraduates through 
faculty 6 3 
General readers 26 14 
Not recommended 2 2 
Collections in feminist criticism 1 1 
Total 87 48 
 
Slightly more than half, or 55.17%, of the books reviewed in both scholarly sources were 
also reviewed by at least one individual on Amazon.  From category to category, this 
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average held true except for the two categories that contained only one or two items.  
Consistent with book reviews in general, the majority of individual reviews for these 
books on Amazon were positive.  Consistent with other research regarding online book 
reviews, however, reviews on Amazon were more likely to be negative than those 
published in Choice or JAAR.   
One of the interesting subsets of this data concerns the books not recommended in 
Choice.  Of these two books, one received a negative and the other a noncommittal 
review in JAAR.  Both of these books elicited individual reviews on Amazon, and for 
both books, the reviews were more positive than negative.  One book, Pagan Theology, 
prompted seven individual reviews as of February 21, 2007. Using Amazon’s 5-star 
rating system, five of these reviews were either 4- or 5-stars, while the book also received 
one 2-star and one 3-star review.  The other nonrecommended book included in Choice 
and JAAR, Black Elk: Colonialism and Lakota Catholicism, received three individual 
reviews on Amazon, all of them giving the book a 5-star rating.  In this second case, the 
individual reviewers are not as explicit in naming the causes of their praises as the 
scholarly reviewers are in naming the causes of their condemnation. 
 Four of these books yielded more than ten individual reviews.  The most 
commented-upon was Stephen Hawking’s A Briefer History of Time, discussed in more 
detail below.  It received far more individual reviews than any other book in this survey, 
with thirty individuals giving their evaluations of the work.  The other three books 
received only slightly more than ten individual reviews apiece.  One of these books was a 
defense of the concept of waging war to combat terrorism; reviews were split, with nine 
5-star reviews, one 2-star review, and four 1-star reviews.  The next most commented-
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upon book concerned Mary Magdalene.  Rated by Choice as most appropriate for books 
with “comprehensive feminist criticism collections”, Jane Schaberg’s The Resurrection of 
Mary Magdalene: Legends, Apocrypha, and the Christian Testament yielded ten 5-star 
and two 4-star rankings by Amazon readers.  The third most commented-upon book from 
the commonly-reviewed collection, and the only other with more than ten individual 
reviews, was E. Brooks Holifield’s Theology in America: Christian Thought from the Age 
of the Puritans to the Civil War.  It rated ten 5-star reviews and 2 one-star reviews, both 
of which criticized the density of Holifield’s writing style.  These books cover a range of 
topics and approaches, suggesting that of the disciplines represented in this study, no 
particular subdiscipline receives more individual review attention on Amazon than 
another. 
 A comparison of the individual reviews on Amazon with the assessment of the 
scholarly sources examined in this study showed no strong correlation between the 
assessment of Choice reviewers regarding a book’s appropriateness for a particular 
audience and the likelihood of that book receiving individual attention on Amazon.  One 
hypothesis to explain this lack of correspondence would be the wide variety of 
individuals who post reviews on Amazon, which include a subset of graduate students 
and faculty, as well as college graduates who appoint themselves as reviewers in various 
subdisciplines.  Further study to categorize the types of comments individual reviewers 
make in their assessments would provide additional useful information in forming a 
picture of the relationship between individual online reviewers and scholarly 
assessments.  For the purposes of the present study, however, case studies chosen focus 
on these individual reviews only when they shed additional light on the qualities 
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contained in JAAR reviews or the relationship between JAAR reviews and those in 
Choice.  
 The case studies that appear throughout the remainder of this text illustrate 
patterns of inclusion and conversation among the reviews considered as part of this study.  
In most cases, several reviews from the pages of JAAR are compared in terms of review 
content and style, with reference to reviews in Choice and on Amazon where appropriate.  
The descriptions that follow analyze approaches taken toward the review of scholarly 
books, making the case that the scholarly book review can be considered a distinct genre 
of writing, with its own vocabulary, style, and purpose.  Considering scholarly book 
reviews in this way allows for a fuller depiction of the content that can be gleaned from 
consideration of multiple sources when examining book reviews in the field of religious 
studies.  This method of narrative analysis has been utilized as a means of providing more 
concrete depictions of the information presented in numerical form elsewhere in this 
study. 
 
Case study #1: Inclusion and exclusion 
 
Walker, Theodore, Jr.  2006.  Review of A Briefer History of Time, by Steven W. 
Hawking and Leonard Mlodinow.  J Am Acad Relig 74: 1037-1039. 
http://jaar.oxfordjournals.org; doi:10.1093/jaarel/lfl023.   
 
 
A Briefer History of Time provides an interesting case study in this analysis 
because of its curious pattern of inclusion and exclusion, which includes review in a 
scholarly journal outside of its main discipline but not in a more general source that 
reviews far more books.  This book, a simplified version of Hawking’s A Brief History of 
Time, originally published in 1988, aims to make cosmological theories more accessible 
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to the general public and to update theories presented in the original version.  It was 
reviewed in the December 2006 issue of JAAR, where it was compared with the original.  
The reviewer posited that while the new version might better serve leisure readers, for the 
scholar, it should be regarded as an addendum rather than a replacement.  The 
connections between cosmology and theology are drawn in this review, which also points 
out the ways in which the shortened version of Hawking’s work removes the explicit 
comments by Carl Sagan in the original that made this link apparent (p. 1038). 
While reviewed in a specialty journal for scholars of religious studies, this work 
aimed at making complex ideas accessible received no review in Choice, in any subject 
area.  Given Choice’s focus on undergraduate students, for whom the simplified version 
might provide greater access to Hawking’s ideas, this seems like a curious absence.  
Making this exclusion even more curious is the high number of individual reviews that 
the book received on Amazon, where thirty readers collectively gave the book an average 
four out of five stars.  The Amazon profile also contains four excerpted reviews from 
Publishers Weekly, Scientific American, AudioFile, and Booklist.  It might be that 
exclusion in Choice is related to inclusion in Booklist, where the July 2005 book review 
rated the book as appropriate for young adult curriculum use, and to be “invaluable 
supplementary reading for physics beginners” (Olson 2005, p. 1874).  Both publications 
are produced by the American Library Association and targeted toward different library 
constituencies.  While Choice aims to serve the academic library market, Booklist selects 
items with an eye toward public libraries and school media centers (“Booklist selection 
policy”).  Yet to include and exclude in this way would imply that the book is somehow 
more suitable for a public or school library than for an academic library.  Particularly 
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Case study #2: Reviewing reissued works 
Helland, Christopher.  2005.  Review of Give Me That Online Religion, by Brenda E. 
Brasher.  J Am Acad Relig 73: 905-908.  http://jaar.oxfordjournals.org; 
doi:10.1093/jaarel/lfi089. 
 
Irwin, Lee.  2005.  Review of Prophetic Worlds: Indians and Whites on the Columbia 
Plateau, by Christopher L. Miller.  J Am Acad Relig 73: 560-563.  
http://jaar.oxfordjournals.org; doi:10.1093/jaarel/lfi059. 
 
Omar, Irfan A.  2005.  Review of The Islamic Understanding of Death and Resurrection, 
by Jane Idleman Smith and Yvonne Yazbeck Haddad.  J Am Acad Relig 73: 279-281. 
http://jaar.oxfordjournals.org; doi:10.1093/jaarel/lfi033. 
 
Swearer, Donald K.  2006.  Review of Buddhist Religions: A Historical Introduction, 5th 
ed., by Richard H. Robinson, Willard L. Johnson, and Thanissaro Bhikkhu (Geoffrey 
DeGraff).  J Am Acad Relig 74: 765-770. http://jaar.oxfordjournals.org; 
doi:10.1093/jaarel/lfj097. 
 
Another reappearing thread among JAAR reviews was coverage of books that 
were being reissued or appearing in new editions.  These reviews provided scholars with 
a chance to remark upon changes or continuities in the discipline or the topic under 
examination.  Several cases show the changes in a discipline that occur over twenty 
years, as with the changes in approaches to Native American histories since the original 
publication of Prophetic Worlds in 1985, or in the case of Give Me That Online Religion, 
how even five years can make an originally-applauded work dated when the topic is 
technology.  While the review of Prophetic Worlds is more critical in tone than that of 
Give Me That Online Religion, both emphasize how the field under discussion has altered 
since the book’s original publication.   
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In other cases the reissue or new edition caused a reviewer to survey the field and 
conclude that the original work still marked an important voice.  In reviewing the fifth 
edition of Buddhist Religions, for example, Donald K. Swearer argued that the book 
remains an important classroom resource as well as “one of the broadest and most 
comprehensive introductions to Buddhism” (p. 770).  This review also allowed Swearer 
to provide an in-depth description of the book’s contents as well as discussing the range 
of published books that seek to provide an introduction to Buddhism.  Reviewing The 
Islamic Understanding of Death and Resurrection prompted its JAAR reviewer to note 
the continuing relevance of the 1981 work in the light of increased attention to Islam in 
the United States following the September 11, 2001 suicide attacks—the event that 
prompted this reissue.   
 This line of commentary serves those outside of a field’s main area of focus by 
alerting them to changes in the scholarly landscape of a particular subdiscipline.  As such, 
it serves as an important form of scholarly communication in its own right.  Reviewing 
reissued works provides a form of intellectual discourse rather than fulfilling a perceived 
need to re-establish the contents of a work.  The significance of this discourse in 
scholarly journals is underscored by the fact that none of these reissues received attention 
in Choice.  This type of review does not serve so directly a collection development 
function, then, as much as it allows continued conversation on a theme with reference to 
what is generally known as a standard work in a field.  That this exclusion occurs 
regularly in Choice, however, suggests that in order to keep informed of these reissues, 
their perceived relevance or irrelevance in a field, and to receive a scholarly assessment 






  This study supports previous research suggesting that the majority of published 
book reviews are positive.  Of the 191 books reviewed in JAAR, only nine, or 4.71%, 
were given a more negative than positive assessment, as evidenced by phrases stating that 
a book “lacks perspective”, in the context of the review (Martinez 2006, p. 1017).  Forty-
one books received mixed reviews, defined as those which made both positive and 
negative comments about a book’s content, structure, or overall value.  As compared to 
mixed reviews, which contain identifiable assessments of a book’s quality, noncommittal 
reviews describe a book without making the author’s overall opinion of its merits readily 
accessible. Twenty-one books in this collection yielded reviews identified as 
noncommittal.  The remaining 120 reviews, or 62.83%, were identified as positive 
reviews.   
 Choice also publishes many more positive than negative book reviews.  Of the 
364 books reviewed in this study, four were rated as “essential,” twenty-five were rated 
as “outstanding”, 101 were “highly recommended”, 209 were “recommended”, three 
were “not recommended”, and twenty-two were rated as “optional”.    
 
Case study #3: Comparing negative reviews 
Schilbrack, Kevin.  2006.  Review of Just War on Terror, by Jean Bethke Elshtain. 
J Am Acad Relig 74: 539-543.  http://jaar.oxfordjournals.org; doi:10.1093/jaarel/lfj074. 
 
Takim, Liyakat.  2006.  Review of Islam: Its History, Teaching, and Practices, by S. A. 




Although not many reviews in scholarly sources can be classified as 
overwhelmingly negative, those that are do not require a fine-toothed comb to spot.  The 
reasons for negative evaluation vary, however, as a comparison of JAAR reviews of 
Islam, Its History, Teaching, and Practices by S. A. Nigosian and Just War on Terror by 
Jean Bethke Elshtain reveal. 
Liyakat Takim’s evaluation of Nigosian’s work focuses on its absences and its 
concentration on secondary, mostly western sources.  He notes that even in an 
introductory course on Islam, supplementary sources like “Frederick Denny’s 
Introduction to Islam or Karen Armstrong’s Islam will be required to provide a more 
nuanced discussion of the subject matter and to fill significant gaps that appear in the 
topics covered in this book” (p. 537).  That other introductory works are required to 
supplement this introductory work sounds like a subtle effort to disparage the work at 
hand without outrightly failing to recommend it.  After noting problems with Nigosian’s 
approach and content more specifically, Takim concludes by stating, “Overall, it is 
accurate to state that this concise book will prove beneficial to only those who wish to 
have a quick and yet superficial understanding of Islam.” (p. 539).  In the universe of 
academic discourse, a superficial understanding of anything is considered suspect.  These 
fundamental challenges to the value of the work were interpreted as constitutive of a 
negative review. 
Another approach to the negative review is provided by Kevin Schilbrack’s 
assessment of Jean Bethke Elshtain’s Just War Against Terror: The Burden of American 
Power in a Violent World, for which he does not even provide a complete or accurate 
title, calling it simply Just War on Terror.  Schilbrack criticizes Elshtain’s approach, 
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which he identifies as a defense of the Bush administration’s invasion of Iraq on grounds 
of Augustinian just war theory, for its failure to discuss alternative possibilities.  He 
challenges her philosophical “straw men” while noting that even in her discussion of 
other just war theologians like Paul Tillich and Reinhold Niebuhr, Elshtain fails to note 
the places where they would disagree with her interpretation or argue that war is not just 
in a particular instance.  Quoting at various points from a rival view, Jim Wallis’s God’s 
Politics, that did not receive review in JAAR, Schillbrack challenges Elshtain’s one-
sidedness.  Ultimately, he argues that while the book may have contemporary use in 
understanding culture wars, it is not of lasting value due to being “Limited it its view of 
the options and disingenuous in its use of the facts” (pp. 542-543). 
Both of these works were also reviewed in Choice.  The review of Just War 
Against Terror notes its one-sidedness and the unsatisfactory nature of that approach, yet 
writes that the book is “highly recommended.”  The criteria for this recommendation is 
not stated in the brevity of the Choice review, but one would wonder if it is more for the 
timeliness of the argument rather than the lasting value of the work.  Such an evaluation 
might also be offered from the unspoken assumption that the works of a prolific and well-
respected author must be collected despite the quality of the title in question.  Because the 
criteria for the recommendation are not spelled out, however, this ambiguity might pose a 
challenge to a collection librarian seeking to preserve limited resources by collecting only 
items of lasting value and leaving temporary interests to the local public library.  It is one 
arena in which longer reviews on the part of Choice would be helpful in evaluating 
works, or in which other review sources must be used as supplements. 
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The review of Nigosian’s work in Choice is highly complimentary, calling it an 
Outstanding Title, even while noting a few factual errors, but praising the work for its 
“conciseness and logical order of presentation” (Blackburn 2004).  There is no mention in 
this review that supplemental works are necessary or would even be helpful. 
The picture we get when comparing negative reviews in JAAR to reviews in 
Choice is thus a complex one that suggests more than mixed reviews the need to consult 
more than one source.  Unfortunately, with either of these books, reviews in Amazon are 
not much help.  Nigosian’s book does not have any, and while Elshtain’s has the largest 
of any book surveyed in this sample, at fourteen, they are split among the strongly 
supportive, the strongly critical, and the off-topic.  This might be expected from any work 
that excites the strong opinions elicited when discussing American military presence in 
Iraq and Afghanistan, but it does not contribute to a nuanced understanding of the work 
being discussed.  In the case of Elshtain’s work, the best route for a collection librarian, 
particularly in religious studies, would be to determine whether this work meets the 
general criteria established for the collection or whether it might be better suited for 
another library or departmental collection.  That it provokes discussion seems apparent 
from the sources analyzed in this sample. 
 
Case #4: The language of scholarly evaluation: the noncommittal review compared 
to the mixed review 
Schneider, Laurel C.  2005.  Review of After Christianity, by Gianni Vattimo.  J Am 
Acad Relig 73: 1254-1257.  http://jaar.oxfordjournals.org; doi:10.1093/jaarel/lfi144. 
 
Van Fleteren, Frederick.  2005.  Review of The Artificiality of Christianity: Essays on the 




 The nature of scholarly review is one of assessing positive traits followed by the 
reviewer’s critique of the work, and then a final summary that generally says something 
complimentary about the work or its author.  These two books follow this format while 
also providing more information about the subtle nature of scholarly evaluation. 
 The Artificiality of Christianity: Essays on the Poetics of Monasticism by M. B. 
Pranger is described by its JAAR reviewer, Frederick Van Fleteren, as a book “more 
valuable for inspiration than content” (p. 574).  Van Fleteren challenges the wordiness of 
Pranger’s style as making his meanings difficult to determine while also challenging the 
author’s understanding of monasticism and noting that “Some might object to his theses” 
(p. 573).  Comments such as these scattered throughout the two-page review serve to 
challenge the entire nature of Pranger’s project, while closing with the wish that the 
professor will “continue to inspire others in the future as he has so brilliantly in the past” 
(p. 574).  Nowhere does the reviewer comment that the work in hand is particularly 
inspiring.  In evaluation, this review was determined to be a “mixed” review—not 
outrightly negative and with a few kind words tossed in, but leaning more toward the 
negatively critical rather than the conversationally challenging end of the assessment 
spectrum. 
 The JAAR review of Gianni Vattimo’s After Christianity, in contrast, has a more 
positive tone in its discussion of the author’s style and argument while managing to avoid 
a definite statement of overall approval or critique.  The nature of the “noncommittal” 
review, as this review serves to illustrate, is a focus on explicating the author’s argument 
and approach while avoiding conclusive evaluation.  Laurel C. Schneider’s review notes 
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that a certain familiarity with the western philosophical and sociological tradition, 
particularly with the writings of Heidegger, Nietzsche, and Weber, is assumed as the 
starting place from which Vattimo writes.  She also notes that Vattimo’s project might be 
too narrowly Italian Catholic, with its concern for discussions toward the Vatican, to be 
broadly applicable to many despite the general thesis that Christianity provides the 
framework for pluralistic secularization in a way that does not require abandoning 
Christian faith.  Schneider’s assessment, with both challenging and supportive elements 
yet without a final evaluation, may be summarized in the following comment: “There is, 
no doubt, stunning hubris in a claim that the end of metaphysics is an outcome of the 
Christian doctrine of divine incarnation.  But it is a wonderfully provocative ride” (p. 
1255). 
 Both of these books were reviewed in Choice.  Both reviews are descriptive rather 
than evaluative, as is most common in these reviews until the audience assessment at the 
end.  While After Christianity’s review is merely descriptive, it does locate Vattimo’s 
philosophical project as between “the radical orthodoxy of John Milbank and the post-
Marxist affirmations of Christ from Slavoj Zizek”, both scholars whose works are also 
discussed in the pages of JAAR and in graduate programs in theology (Smith, 2003).  
Hence the Choice reviews in these cases can be seen as providing a more noncommittal 







191 books reviewed in JAAR in 2005 and 2006 came from sixty-five different 
publishers.  Thirty-five of these publishers had more than one book reviewed. Oxford 
University Press was the most represented with 27 books, or 14.14% of the total.  Second 
in prominence was Routledge, with fifteen books reviewed, or 7.85% of the total.  The 
University of California Press and Princeton University Press had ten and nine books, 
respectively, among this two-year sample.  That gives the University of California Press a 
5.24% representation, and provides Princeton University Press with 4.71% of the total.  
Combined, these four publishers represent 61 of the 191 books reviewed, or 31.94% of 
the sample. 
There are 118 publishers, including jointly published books as separate entities, 
represented among the 366 books reviewed in Choice in the religion category for 2005 
and 2006.  Seven of these publishers had ten or more books reviewed.  The most 
represented publisher was Oxford University Press, with forty titles, or 10.93% of the 
total of books reviewed in this period.  Fortress Press and Cambridge University Press 
tied for the second position, with seventeen books, or 4.64% of the total, each.  
Collectively, these top seven publishers (a list that is rounded out by Eerdmans, 
Columbia University Press, Rowman & Littlefield, and the University of California 
Press) represent 126 of the 366 books reviewed, or 34.43% of the total.  These numbers 
suggest that the greater diversity of publishers in Choice in this time period holds true at a 
percentage level as well as in the difference between the raw numbers of books reviewed 
in each vehicle.    
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Between these 40 titles and the 27 titles published by Oxford reviewed in JAAR 
in the same time period, only two were covered in both publications.  When the 
comparison extends outside of this two-year direct comparison, however, 15 of the 27 
titles reviewed in JAAR have been reviewed in Choice.  In large part, this speaks to the 
time lag of published reviews in scholarly journals as compared to the faster coverage 
provided by Choice.   
 In sum, various publishers are represented in both scholarly sources.  This lends 
credence to the review sources by ensuring that they are not preferring some publishers in 
the field of religious studies more highly than others, and thereby skewing general 
academic knowledge about recent publications through the titles chosen for review. 
 
Year of publication compared to year of review 
As previous studies have suggested, scholarly review sources often show a longer 
time lag between an item’s publication date and the date of review when compared to 
trade journals.  The sources in this study partially corroborate this finding, with JAAR 
showing a greater lag time than Choice.  Yet JAAR also shows signs of reducing the time 
lag between publication and review. 
Of the 191 books reviewed in JAAR over the 2005-2006 period, the year of 
publication compared to the year of review breaks down as follows: 
 








Total books reviewed 104 
 
 






Total books reviewed 87 
 
 
These findings suggest that over the course of this review period, JAAR has made efforts 
to reduce the time lag between a book’s initial publication and its review in the journal.  
While the majority of books reviewed in 2005 have publication dates two or three years 
prior to the year in which they were reviewed (80 out of 104 books reviewed, or 76.92% 
of the total), in 2006 this lag was reduced substantially, with 40 out of 87 books, or 
45.98%, reviewed in the year after they were initially published.  As a comparison, only 
17 out of 104 books reviewed in 2005, or 16.35%, were reviewed the year after 
publication. 
The time lag between publication and review in Choice is much shorter, as the 




Table 4.  Choice book reviews in 2005 by year of publication. 
2004 141 
2005 72 
Total books reviewed 213 
 
 
Table 5.  Choice book reviews in 2006 by year of publication. 
2005 91 
2006 60 
Total books reviewed 151 
 
 
While JAAR showed lags as great as five years between date of publication and date of 
review, Choice had no lags greater than one year after publication.  Of the 213 books 
reviewed in the Religion category in 2005, approximately two-thirds, or 141, had been 
published in 2004 and the remainder were reviewed in the same year they were 
published.  In 2006 this balance shifted slightly toward an even shorter time lag, with 91 
of the 151 books reviewed that year published in 2005, and the remainder reviewed in the 




 Another question entering the study concerned how broadly reviewers were 
distributed.  While previous studies have examined the ranks of the authors of reviewed 
works and their reviewers, this study examined only the institutional affiliation of 
reviewers, primarily to determine whether reviews are concentrated in the hands of a 
small number of reviewers or more broadly distributed.   
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 The 174 reviewers who completed the review of 191 books in JAAR represented 
149 different institutions.  No single reviewer evaluated more than three books in the 
course of the two-year sample period, and the majority of reviewers reviewed only a 
single work.  These findings suggest that JAAR is doing a respectable job of drawing 
upon a broad base of potential reviewers in its efforts to match the reviewer with the 
book. 
Although Choice covers more books about religion in a two-year period than 
JAAR, the stable of reviewers from which it draws is smaller.  In 2005 and 2006, 364 
Choice religion reviews were conducted by 153 people from 133 different institutions, 
including “independent scholar” as an institutional affiliation.   
 
Topical coverage 
 As a means to determine the breadth of topics covered in the books selected for 
review in JAAR, books were matched to their Library of Congress subject headings as 
identified in the library catalogs of The University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill 
(UNC-CH), Duke University, and WorldCat.  Items were checked against these databases 
in the following manner: if a book was contained in the electronic catalog of UNC-CH, 
the Library of Congress subject designations in that heading were used.  If a book was 
not held by UNC-CH but was held by Duke University, the Library of Congress subject 
headings identified in that library catalog were used.  In the case when a book was held 
by neither library, the subject designations listed in the item’s WorldCat record were 
recorded.  From these specific identifiers, a shortened version of topical identifiers was 
created in order to examine common themes and topics under consideration.  This 
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analysis, combined with the language of the JAAR reviews, and noted patterns of 
inclusion and exclusion, formed the basis for the selection of case studies presented in the 
following section. 
 When examining the results this way, several themes were noted: The first 
examination conducted was for the variety of religions represented in books reviewed by 
JAAR.  Subsequent analyses considered the broad subject areas covered by the books 




At a broad level, each book that focused on a religion as a primary topic was 
identified.  The table below shows the breakdown of books covering various religions. 
 
 
Table 6.  Religions serving as main subjects of JAAR book reviews in 2005 and 2006. 
 






New religious movements 2 













As might be expected given the history of religious studies and sociological data 
collected in this country, the most common religion discussed in the reviews of JAAR 
was Christianity.  Also unsurprising given political events in the past several years, Islam 
was the second most common religion discussed.  The case studies below provide more 
information about the ways in which religions are discussed and analyzed in the pages of 
JAAR. 
 A second analysis examined the broad disciplines represented in the pages of 
JAAR reviews.  Religious studies is a multidisciplinary field that touches on 
anthropology, textual criticism, history, sociology, political science, economics, and 
philosophy in addition to theology and Biblical studies.  As the representative journal of 
the American Academy of Religion, then, JAAR also aims to cover this broad range of 
approaches.  The table below shows how some of these subcategories were identified and 
represented in the 2005-2006 book reviews. 
 
Table 7.  Disciplines serving as main subjects of JAAR book reviews in 2005 and 2006. 
Discipline Number of books 
Philosophy 19 
Theology 15 
American history 12 
History 12 










Study & teaching of religion 2 
Comparative religion 1 
Political theology 1 
 
 
As evidenced by the range of approach headings, JAAR maintains a strong focus 
on religious issues in the United States, in the present day and those written with a 
historical lens.  That philosophy slightly outpaces theology as an approach under review 
reveals the recent interest of theology scholars with postmodern theorists and French 
Continental philosophers such as Michel Foucault, Emmanuel Levinas, and Jean-Luc 
Marion, each of whom has at least one book focusing on their works reviewed in this 
two-year sample.  Increasingly, the theological and practical implications of globalization 
and capitalism have been receiving book-length treatment along with analyses of the 
connections between nationalism and religion, or of civic identity as a religion in its own 
right.  Consistent with JAAR’s mission to discuss methodology as well as content, several 
books reviewed focus on the study and teaching of religion as an academic discipline. 
 A third way of examining the subject content of books selected for review is to 
look at the subgroups singled out in these works, whether they are based on sex, 
ethnicity, or geography.  The groups identified as the focus of a book-length work are 




Table 8.  Groups serving as subjects of JAAR book reviews in 2005 and 2006. 
 
Groups identified Number of books 
Women 14 
Person's name 13 
Philosophy of a person 6 
Native Americans 5 
African Americans 3 
Racism/Race 3 
Afro-Caribbean cults 1 
Asian Americans 1 




Focusing on gender as the primary subdivision of analysis was most common; this 
focus occurred in books addressing aspects of Christianity, Buddhism, Judaism, Islam, 
Hinduism, and witchcraft.  The second and third most common foci reveal the individual 
nature of much academic scholarship—these are books that focus on a single historical 
figure, such as Thomas Jefferson or Christabel Pankhurst, or on the philosophical or 
theological writings of an individual person, such as Michel Foucault or Stanley 
Hauerwas.  An examination of geographic focus reveals that while the United States 
remains the most written-about country among the books included, primary locations of 
analysis occur on every continent except Antarctica.  This suggests that the journal’s 
book review editor makes conscious effort to select books that represent religions 
worldwide.  
 Together, these three avenues of analysis suggest that JAAR represents a range of 
religious perspectives, approaches, and groups.  The case studies below present more 
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details about these approaches in combination and the comments that reviews of them 
yield.  
 
Case study #5: Covering lesser-known religious groups, or, are you really studying 
what you say you’re studying? 
Steinfels, Amina M.  2006.  Review of Sufi Martyrs of Love: The Chishti Order in South 
Asia and Beyond, by Carl W. Ernst and Bruce B. Lawrence.  J Am Acad Relig 74: 266-
269; http://jaar.oxfordjournals.org; doi:10.1093/jaarel/lfj050. 
 
Yocum, Glenn.  2005.  Review of The Alevis in Turkey: The Emergence of a Secular 
Islamic Tradition, by David Shankland.  J Am Acad Relig 73: 583-585. 
http://jaar.oxfordjournals.org; doi:10.1093/jaarel/lfi067. 
 
One element that recurred in multiple JAAR reviews was that an analysis of the 
proposed topic of a book versus the content provided.  This questioning of an author’s 
location occurs in both positive and negative reviews of the books under discussion, as 
illustrated by the two books considered here.  In his review of David Shankland’s The 
Alevis in Turkey: The Emergence of a Secular Islamic Tradition, Glenn Yocum begins 
his final paragraph by stating, “It’s clear I was disappointed by this book” (p. 585).  The 
main point of contention is that the book presents “a distinctive—in fact, peculiarly 
British—social anthropological agenda” that means little is presented about the Alevis as 
a distinctly religious community (p. 583).  That the author of the book does not spend 
much time establishing the meaning of the words that undergird his analysis further irks 
the reviewer.  In his critique, Yocum identified three main reservations to Shankland’s 
argument, using phrases like “deeply problematic and almost irresponsibly 
overgeneralized” (p. 585) and arguing that the main thrust of Shankland’s argument 
could be considered “a rather typically male intellectual project” (p. 585).  Yocum in sum 
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challenged both the theoretical underpinnings of Shankland’s project and the conclusions 
that the author draws. 
A more positive review by Amina M. Steinfels of Carl W. Ernst and Bruce B. 
Lawrence’s Sufi Martyrs of Love: The Chishti Order in South Asia and Beyond also 
displayed questioning of the authors’ positions with regard to their subjects.  While 
praising many aspects of Ernst and Lawrence’s scholarship, Steinfels argued that their 
decision to emphasize continuity of spiritual practices and models occasionally forces 
individuals and events into molds that do not fit the facts, and can lead the authors “to a 
certain defensiveness with regard to potentially negative aspects of Chishti history” (p. 
268).  Furthermore, Steinfels argued, Sufi orders do not always have clearly defined 
boundaries, with individuals being initiated into multiple groups in a way that makes 
defining some people as more Chishti than anything else problematic.  Despite these 
qualms, however, the review is decidedly positive, noting that the bibliographies alone 
make the book “an indispensable starting point for further study of the Chishti order” (p. 
269).   
Neither book is reviewed in Choice, and problematizing an author’s position 
occurred only rarely displayed in the shorter reviews provided by that source.  This form 
of critique may also be seen as a means of scholarly discourse, marking the boundaries of 
religious studies from bordering disciplines such as anthropology and political science.  
The matter of discipline identity provides an undercurrent running through JAAR review 
selections, whether by reviewing a book seeming outside the scope of the journal’s 
normal fare, such as with A Briefer History of Time, or challenging the legitimacy of 
designating a work as having much at all to do with religious studies, as in the case of 
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The Alevis in Turkey.  By having these discussions in the public forum of the scholarly 
journal, scholars encourage continued reflection on the markers that make their field  
distinct. 
 
Case #6: Addressing long-standing issues in religious studies: The relationship 
between Judaism and Christianity 
Deutsch, Celia.  2006.  Review of Ancient Judaism and Christian Origins: Diversity, 
Continuity, and Transformation, by George W. E. Nickelsburg.  J Am Acad Relig 74: 
212-215.  http://jaar.oxfordjournals.org; doi:10.1093/jaarel/lfj032. 
 
Kenworthy, Scott M.  2006.  Review of Doubly Chosen: Jewish Identity, the Soviet 
Intelligentsia, and the Russian Orthodox Church, by Judith Deutsch Kornblatt.  J Am 
Acad Relig 74: 224-227.  http://jaar.oxfordjournals.org; doi:10.1093/jaarel/lfj036.  
 
Levine, Amy-Jill.  2005.  Review of Brother Jesus: The Nazarene through Jewish Eyes, 
by Schalom Ben-Chorin.  J Am Acad Relig 73: 222-224.  http://jaar.oxfordjournals.org; 
doi:10.1093/jaarel/lfi013. 
 
As with many scholarly sources, JAAR can be seen as a community of scholars 
engaged in long-running conversations.  Several threads of reviews in the 2005-2006 
attest to this impulse: the relationship between postmodern thought and theology, the 
roles given and created by women in religious communities, and the relationship between 
religion and political identity in the United States represent a few of these themes.  The 
theme that will be examined in this case study is that of the relationship between Judaism 
and Christianity.  The three selected reviews discuss this topic from various perspectives 
and in different time periods, but questions regarding dependence and identity emerge in 
each one. 
Two of the three works focus on the early years of what came to be called 
Christianity.  As the review for George W. E. Nickelsburg’s Ancient Judaism and 
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Christian Origins highlights, defining the religions as separate in this way remains 
problematic, for sources suggest that “boundaries remained porous in some places for 
much longer than previously supposed” (p. 215).  Nickelsburg’s work attempts to explain 
the porousness of these identities for a nonspecialist audience. 
First published in German in 1967, Schalom Ben-Chorin’s Brother Jesus: The 
Nazarene through Jewish Eyes attempts a similar project with a focus on the Jewishness 
of Jesus.  Yet as the reviewer notes, Ben-Chorin’s effort comes across as overly 
simplistic, suggesting that in the almost forty years between his work and Nickelsburg’s, 
scholarly knowledge about the interrelationship between Judaism and the followers of 
Jesus in his time period has become more nuanced.   
The third book, Doubly Chosen, focuses on the identities created by Russian Jews 
who converted to Russian Orthodoxy in the years following Stalin’s death.  As such, this 
work sheds light on the aforementioned books through the common expressions within 
the book that through conversion and reading Hebrew scriptures, informants’ identity as 
Jewish became reinforced along with their membership in the Russian Orthodox church.  
The review explains the historical reasons for this multiple identity, and why it is not 
considered as controversial in Russia as it might be in the United States or Israel, where 
to convert to Christianity is seen as giving up identity as a Jewish person.  From a 
scholarly standpoint, the inclusion of this work in JAAR attests to the wide variety of 
times and perspectives that are covered in the discussion of relationship between Judaism 
and Christianity.    
 Of these three books, two were reviewed in Choice but received no individual 
reviews on Amazon, while the third received one individual review but was not included 
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in Choice.  It is interesting that the book most identified as being written for 
nonspecialists, Ancient Judaism and Christian Origins, is the book of the three not 
reviewed in Choice.  For the two books reviewed in Choice, reviews were compatible 
with the overall assessments in JAAR.  The review for Brother Jesus noted that the book 
was “somewhat dated”, while the review for Doubly Chosen emphasizes the search for 
tradition and identity that was also noted in more detail in the JAAR review.  The single 
Amazon review for Ancient Judaism and Christian Origins appears to follow the same 
model used in the JAAR review: identifying briefly the subject of the chapter, noting the 
two-part format of each chapter, and then identifying the same two weaknesses (the lack 
of a bibliography and the lack of a subject index) identified in the published review.  
Since the Amazon review was posted on December 21, 2004 and the JAAR review was 
not published until March 2006, however, the likelihood of the Amazon author borrowing 
ideas from the scholarly source seems untenable.  This borrowing has been noted in 
previous research focused on Amazon reviews, however, and was noted by this 
researcher in a couple of cases for books checked in this sample.  In the present instance, 
however, it seems more likely that the Amazon reviewer, who uses his real name and 
identifies himself only as being from St. Andrews, Scotland, simply picked up on many 
of the identifying characteristics of a short review.  At 430 words, this review is twice the 
length of the average Choice review, although one-half to one-third the length of the 
average JAAR review (Lockett 2004).  
 Together, these three books and the patterns of their representation and review in 
JAAR, Choice, and Amazon point toward continuities of opinion in the reviews presented 
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yet the inability to rely on one brief source as a means of picking up the materials 
selected for review on one common theme by the scholarly source. 
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Discussion and Conclusions 
 This study was designed to investigate the book reviews published in a scholarly 
source in religious studies with comparison to a professional review journal and 
individual online reviews.  Research examined overlap between the scholarly and 
professional source; the ratio of favorable, unfavorable, mixed, and noncommittal 
reviews; the time lag between publication and review in the scholarly and professional 
sources; the distribution of publishers and institutional affiliations of reviewers in these 
sources; and the subjects and approaches represented in the scholarly source. 
 Overlap between JAAR and Choice averaged slightly less than half, at 45.29%.  
This is even less than Fox’s (1990) comparison of Choice with scholarly reviews in 
sociology.  The discrepancy between what is reviewed in Choice and in JAAR suggests 
that librarians with responsibility for collection development in religious studies cannot 
solely rely on brief professional sources.  They must investigate the literature of the field, 
which serves the additional purpose of alerting them to current scholarly modes of 
discourse.  By evaluating reviews such as those for reissued sources and mixed 
assessments, librarians and publishers alike can more closely discern trends of 
importance in the field.  That Choice does not have a higher rate of overlap with JAAR 
thus does not seem like a completely negative development, for it should require 
librarians to delve more deeply into the field they seek to represent in their collections. 
 Regarding the ratio of favorable and unfavorable reviews, this study supports 
previous research suggesting that favorable reviews far outweigh negative reviews in the 
pages of review sources.  JAAR published only nine decidedly negative reviews out of 
191, while Choice published only three reviews that did not recommend a book among 
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the 364 books reviewed in the religion category for 2005 and 2006.  Yet this study also 
suggests that to classify reviews simply as positive or negative misses much of the value 
of the discourse represented in these documents.  While the number of 
nonrecommendations remained small in both the professional and scholarly samples, the 
number of mixed and noncommittal reviews was higher.  In Choice, 22 books were rated 
as “optional”, and in JAAR, 41 were given mixed reviews while another 21 were 
noncommittal in providing an overall assessment.  While this still makes the majority of 
reviews positive in each source, ignoring the multiple levels of reviews provided 
oversimplifies the process of scholarly communication represented in book reviews. 
 Consistent with previous research, the lag time between a book’s publication and 
its review in the scholarly source was found to be greater than the lag time between 
publication and review in a professional source.  Yet the revised book review guidelines 
published by JAAR in July 2005 and the significant reduction of lag time for reviews 
published in that journal in 2006 suggest that editorial care is being exercised to reduce 
this traditional large gap.  While this does not suggest that JAAR reviews will serve a 
gatekeeping function in determining what is discussed about religious studies in the 
popular press, it does suggest that the usefulness of reviewing books years after their 
initial publication (except in the case of reissues) has come under question by scholars 
themselves.  
 Reducing this lag time in the pages of the scholarly source argues for collection 
development professionals to keep a closer eye on the items it covers.  While approval 
plans are likely to bring a book to the library far before review in a scholarly source, 
noting the items reviewed in JAAR and the discourse surrounding them will allow 
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librarians to maintain a more current sense of the state of the discipline.  Choice may still 
be referred to for covering a broader range of materials more quickly than JAAR, but the 
differences in titles covered and approaches taken does not suggest that relying solely on 
professional sources is sufficient for building a representative collection. 
Publisher and institutional representation of the books reviewed and the reviewers 
conducting them were found on the whole to be fairly distributed given the size of 
institutions and the depth to which various publishers cover academic religious studies.  
Data collected regarding approaches and subjects covered in JAAR provide a 
snapshot of larger themes of importance in the journal and the discipline.  While on the 
whole a range of religions, disciplinary approaches, and groups were represented in this 
analysis, analyzing books reviewed in this way constitutes another way for librarians, 
publishers, and scholars to think about topics of importance in the field.  It also allows 
book review editors to think about the ways they are representing the field through the 
items chosen for review, and whether this portrayal presents an accurate picture of topics 
under consideration. 
Book reviews will continue to provide an important means of providing 
information about books of significance in a given field.  Analyzing the contents of these 
reviews as well as the books presented in them provides librarians and scholars with a 
way of monitoring issues of interest.  Recognizing that scholarly reviews serve as means 
of scholarly communication even more than providing simple reading or purchasing 
recommendations provides a means of balancing the purpose of professional journals like 
Choice with the importance of reading scholarly reviews like those in JAAR.  In many 
ways the two sources serve different functions, and one cannot be ignored without some 
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expense to the library that is basing its collection decisions on a limited range of 
information.  Online reviews like those on Amazon provide a third way to analyze 
audience reception of a book, particularly in cases where the professional and scholarly 
evaluations may clash or be noncommittal.  While not part of the scholarly discourse per 
se, then, this emerging review forum provides librarians with a potential way to gauge 
patron response to a work.  In order to do this effectively, however, inquiring as much as 
possible into the identities of Amazon reviewers is important.  Reviewers range from 
college professors and students to business owners and retired librarians to individuals 
merely enthusiastic or wary of a particular work and wanting to spread the word.  While 
it is not sufficient for academic librarians to base collection decisions on these reviewers, 
they provide a potentially valuable means of nuancing the evaluations of scholarly review 
channels.  Collectively, monitoring the scholarly journal, the professional journal, and 
online reviews provide a way for collection development librarians to move toward a 
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